In the office practice of psychiatry it is often difficult to obtain a full picture of a family interactional pattern. It would be best to have an opportunity to visit and observe the family in its 'natural habitat' within the home situation. Observations can often be obtained through the use of home visits by auxiliary personnel, who will then report to the phy sician, but these home visits are not always possible or practical.
In order to overcome the practical difficul ties of making a home visit and of obtaining information on the home interactional pat tern of the family, I have resorted to the use of a tape-recorder cassette, which can be used by the family at home and returned to the office, where it can be replayed.
I will describe a case which shows the pos sible use of such a recorder -an eight-yearold boy and his family were referred for assessment of "strange thoughts" by the child, which the family physician thought were hallucinations. Office interview of the child and both parents revealed that the "strange thoughts" were not likely to be hallucinations but the normal imaginary thoughts of a child which were being misin terpreted by the parents. The parents took a cassette recording of these "strange thoughts" at home as none occurred during the office sessions. On listening to the recording it became obvious that the "strange thoughts" were in fact dream phenomena the child was having, particularly at night upon being awakened by parents in order to urinate. These thoughts were being misinterpreted by his parents as possible evidence of emotional disorder.
The case history illustrates the use of the cassette recorder in the diagnosis and investi gation of psychiatric disorders within a fam ily. It is not practical for the physician to be present at all times with the family in order to observe the "strange thoughts", but the use of a tape-recorder cassette enabled him to hear the phenomenon and for it to be re corded as it occurred.
I would be interested in hearing from other physicians who have used the tape recorder and in learning from them other possible uses.
Stanley L. Debow, M.D.
123 Edward Street, Toronto, Ontario M5G 1B2
